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UM POLL GAUGES PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS ABOUT LEGISLATURE 
MISSOULA -
As the Republican-led Congress and Montana Legislature finished their third month of 
activity, Montanans, for the most part, perceived no real impact from that Republican control and 
were not very enthusiastic about the legislators’ reform efforts, according to the latest Montana Poll 
conducted by The University of Montana Bureau of Business and Economic Research.
For this edition of the Montana Poll, the bureau interviewed 407 adult Montanans statewide 
March 23-29 on the following topics:
■  Republicans in Control. Republicans gained control in Congress for the first time in 40 
years. To many, that signaled meaningful change for the country, but Montanans were apparently 
more likely to see it as "business as usual," according to Susan Selig Wallwork, director of survey 
research.
Almost four respondents in 10 (38 percent) felt things are generally no different with the 
Republicans in control. About a fourth (26 percent) said the country is better off overall, but an 
almost equal number (25 percent) countered that it’s worse off. The rest (11 percent) were 
undecided.
Given this lack of enthusiasm, it’s perhaps no surprise that many Montanans apparently are 
skeptical of the GOP’s widely touted "Contract With America." While 23 percent felt the 
"contract" provides true reform, four in 10 said the proposals are merely political gimmicks.
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Twenty-four percent were undecided, including a good share who claimed they were unaware of the 
document. The rest (13 percent) considered the proposals a mix of reforms and gimmicks.
Montanans expressed somewhat more enthusiasm for the state being in the legislative 
control of Republicans. While 36 percent saw no difference as a result, at least as many (37 
percent) said the state overall is better off. . Only 17 percent felt the state is worse off, with 10 
percent undecided.
Montana’s "reform package" this session, a number of proposals that came out of the 
Governor’s Task Force to Renew State Government, also did not elicit strong enthusiasm,
Wallwork said. Thirty percent viewed the proposals generally as true reform, while 33 percent saw 
them as political gimmicks. Twenty-four percent were undecided, with a good share claiming to be 
unfamiliar with the proposals. The rest (14 percent) considered them a mix of reforms and 
gimmicks.
Viewpoints did not differ widely except between Democrats and Republicans. Among 
Republicans, sizable majorities felt things were better as a result of the Republican-led Congress 
and Legislature, and five in 10 viewed their respective reform packages as true reform. Still, about 
one Republican in 10 considered them merely gimmicks. Democrats, on the other hand, were much 
more likely to consider the country and state worse off (65 percent and 40 percent, respectively) 
and to view both reform efforts as political gimmicks (64 percent and 42 percent).
■  Montana Legislative Performance. Most Montanans generally approve, though not 
strongly, of the Legislature’s performance thus far in the 1995 session, including the performance 
of their own representatives and senators, Wallwork said. Fifty-six percent expressed approval of
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legislative performance overall (7 percent strongly approved), while roughly three in 10 (27 
percent) disapproved. The rest were undecided.
About six in 10 (59 percent and 61 percent, respectively) approved generally of the 
performance of their own representatives and senators. Again, comparatively few expressed strong 
approval.
Among Democrats and Republicans, there was similar approval of their own representatives 
and senators. However, Democrats were notably less complimentary than Republicans about the 
Legislature overall. Almost seven Republicans in 10 (68 percent) approved of the overall 
performance thus far, while Democrats were more divided (47 percent approved, 38 percent 
disapproved).
■  Comparing 1995 and 1993 Legislative Performance. Given the considerable 
significance attributed to electing a predominantly Republican government that talked of reform and 
new directions, the Montana Poll was interested in whether Montanans perceived any significant 
changes in the state Legislature. Asked to compare the 1995 session to the 1993 session in certain 
respects, Montanans, for the most part, were seeing "business as usual, Wallwork said.
In terms of general productivity, almost half (46 percent) felt there was no difference, but 
almost three in 10 (27 percent) felt the 1995 session had been more productive. Republicans were 
a bit more complimentary of the 1995 Legislature than were Democrats, but both were most likely 
to see no difference between the sessions.
About a third (34 percent) considered this session to be more concerned with what’s best for 
the state overall, but slightly more (37 percent) claimed there was no difference between the
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sessions in that regard. Fifteen percent criticized this session as being less concerned with the 
state’s best interests overall. Republicans were noticeably more complimentary -  50 percent said 
the 1995 session was more concerned -  than Democrats (23 percent). About four Democrats in 10 
(39 percent) saw no difference, and 27 percent were critical.
When it comes to concern for the average Montanan, 31 percent of respondents were 
complimentary of this session, but 35 percent saw no change. Twenty percent felt the 1995 session 
was less concerned than its 1993 counterpart. Again, Republicans and Democrats did not agree, 
with Republicans more complimentary than the average (44 percent). Still, 30 percent saw no 
difference. Among Democrats, 36 percent saw no change from the 1993 session, and a third were 
critical.
Some have criticized elements of the 1995 Legislature for catering to certain special 
interests. However, only 28 percent of the poll respondents criticized this session for being more 
responsive to special interests than the 1993 Legislature. Only 13 percent felt this session was less 
responsive to such influences. A plurality — 41 percent — felt there was no difference. Queried 
further, most of these latter respondents (six in 10/61 percent) issued a sweeping indictment -- that 
all legislatures cater to special interests. Asked to cite the special interests currying favor during 
this session, respondents pointed most often to business and to the agriculture and timber industries 
as well as conservative religious-oriented groups.
■  Environmental Laws. Revision of environmental laws is one topic that garnered 
considerable attention this session, particularly some revisions of state water quality standards, 
Wallwork said. Asked for their impressions generally, a third (33 percent) of the respondents saw
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them as reasonable revisions that balance appropriate economic use with environmental quality and 
protection. Forty-two percent saw them as unjustifiably weakening environmental laws. The rest, 
25 percent, were undecided.
Again, while the patterns were similar for most respondent groups, Democrats and 
Republicans differed. Forty-four percent of Republicans considered the revisions reasonable, 27 
percent felt they were unjustified, and 29 percent were undecided. Among Democrats, though, a 
majority — 56 percent — said the revisions were unjustified, and 24 percent viewed them as 
reasonable. Twenty percent were undecided.
■  Legislative Decision Making and Involvement In the late 1700s, British statesman 
Edmund Burke cautioned that elected representatives owed the people their best judgment over 
obedience to the public’s opinions. Judging from the poll results, Montanans would apparently 
disagree with that notion these days, Wall work said.
Asked what should influence state legislators in their decision making, Montanans clearly 
preferred that the legislators’ own constituents, like the respondents themselves, carry the most 
clout. Sixty-seven percent said legislators should give a great deal of weight to the opinions of the 
people in their districts, and another 27 percent felt such public opinion should be given a fair 
amount of weight in the legislative process. Only 2 percent said such public opinion should have 
little or no influence on their decisions.
Far fewer seem willing to trust legislators to just use their own best judgment. Only 27 
percent said legislators should give a great deal of consideration to their own knowledge and best 
judgment. Forty-three percent assign a fair amount of importance to legislators’ judgment on such
-more-
matters, but almost a fourth (24 percent) give it little or no importance.
Twenty-one percent said legislators should give the governor’s opinion a great deal of 
consideration, and 44 percent would assign a fair amount. But 23 percent would assign little or no 
value to the governor’s opinion in the legislative process. Interestingly, there was relative 
agreement on this question between Republicans and Democrats, despite the popularity of the 
current Republican governor within his party.
Designated for even more limited legislative influence were special interest groups and 
political party leaders. Almost half the respondents (47 percent) would only give a fair amount of 
weight to the advice of groups with a special interest in a particular issue, and 30 percent would 
give them little or no import. Fifteen percent would assign a great deal of importance to their 
opinions.
Similarly, few would assign much significance to the opinions of political party leaders, who 
came in for the least influence. Thirty-eight percent would only assign a fair amount of weight to 
their opinions, and even more -  45 percent — would opt for little or no influence in the legislative 
process.
Despite the high priority given to the opinions of the people, relatively few respondents had 
made any effort during the session so far to make those opinions known to legislators. Most 
Montanans (88 percent) said they had at least talked with friends or relatives about legislative 
issues. But far fewer -  40 percent -  had actually written, telephoned, or spoken personally to a 
legislator to express their opinions on an issue. Roughly a third (34 percent) said they belong to a 




meetings to discuss legislative issues (19 percent), attended a legislative committee hearing (7 
percent) or spoken at a committee hearing (3 percent).
"One might surmise that Montanans are saying, ‘Listen to us, but don’t expect us to get 
involved’ -  or, worse, ‘listen to us, but don’t expect us to tell you what we think; you’re going to 
have to guess’," Wallwork said.
■  Sources of Information. Despite considerable public criticism of the mainstream media’s 
coverage of political matters, Montanans claim to rely most on their local newspaper and on local 
and state television news sources for objective and reliable information during the session,
Wallwork said. Asked what they considered their most objective and reliable sources, 68 percent 
cited the local newspaper, and 41 percent cited local or state television news programs. Local radio 
was third, cited by 16 percent.
The Montana Poll’s statewide sample was drawn using the BBER’s two-stage random 
sampling process. Its random digit telephone sampling program generates a statewide sample of 
telephone numbers, proportionate with the distribution of households in the state. A second random 
sampling procedure is then used to select one adult respondent in each household, taking into 
account the number and gender of adults in the household. The procedure generates a 
representative cross-section of Montana’s adult population.
The total sample has a potential maximum error margin of plus or minus 5 percentage 
points. The error margin for any subgroups would be larger depending on the size of the group.
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Montana Poll Table 1
Bureau of Business and Economic Research, The University of Montana (Missoula, Montana).
Sample: Adult Montanans, statewide
Dates: March 23-29, 1995
Condition of country with Republicans in 
















Condition of Montana with Republicans 
in majority in State Legislature
Better off 37% 12% 75%
No difference 36% 36% 19%
Worse off 17% 40% 2%
Undecided 10% 12% 4%
National GOP "Contract With America" 
True reforms 23% 8% 50%
Political gimmicks 40% 64% 12%
Some reforms, some gimmicks (volunteered) 13% 11% 14%
Undecided 24% 18% 24%
Montana "Renew State Government" reforms 
True reforms 30% 19% 50%
Political gimmicks 33% 42% 15%
Some reforms, some gimmicks (volunteered) 14% 16% 11%
Undecided 24% 22% 23%
Contact: Susan Selig Wallwork (Phone 406-243-5113)
Director of Survey Research 
Bureau of Business and Economic Research
Montana Poll Table 2
Bureau of Business and Economic Research, The University of Montana (Missoula, Montana).
Sample: Adult Montanans, statewide (n=407)
Dates: March 23-29, 1995
Legislative performance to date
Approve Dissapprove Undecided
1995 Legislature overall 56% 27% 17%
Own Representative 59% 15% 26%
Own Senator 61% 15% 23%
No
Performance of 1995 Legislature, compared to 1993 
Legislature, in selected aspects:
More Difference Less Undecided
Overall productivity 27% 46% 8% 18%
Concern about the best interests of 
the state overall 34% 37% 15% 14%
Concern about the average Montanan 31% 35% 20% 14%
Responsive/catering to special interests 28% 41% 13% 18%
Contact: Susan Selig Wallwork (Phone 406-243-5113)
Director of Survey Research 
Bureau of Business and Economic Research
Montana Poll Table 3
Bureau of Business and Economic Research, The University of Montana (Missoula, Montana).
Sample: Adult Montanans, statewide (n=407) 







In their legislative decision making, how much weight 
should legislators give to the following:
The opinions of the people in their district 67% 27% 2%
Their (legislators’) own knowledge and best judgment 27% 43% 24%
The position taken by the Governor 21% 44% 23%
The advice of groups with a special interest in the issue 15% 47% 30%
The advice of their political party leaders 12% 38% 45%
Montanans who have done the following thus far during the 
1995 Legislature (percentage o f  a ll respondents)’.
Talked with friends or relatives about any 
legislative issues 88%
Written, phoned, or talked to a legislator to 
express your opinion on an issue 40%
Belong to any group that has actually worked to 
influence legislation in this session 34%
Attended any meetings to discuss legislative issues 19%
Attended a legislative committee hearing 7%
Spoken at a legislative committee hearing 3%
Contact: Susan Selig Wallwork (Phone 406-243-5113)
Director of Survey Research 
Bureau of Business and Economic Research
